The Bridge
Volume 10
Number 2 1/1/1987

Article 11

1987

Enok Mortensen and Askov
Hans Henningsen

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/thebridge
Part of the European History Commons, European Languages and Societies Commons, and the
Regional Sociology Commons

Recommended Citation
Henningsen, Hans (1987) "Enok Mortensen and Askov," The Bridge: Vol. 10 : No. 2 , Article 11.
Available at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/thebridge/vol10/iss2/11

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by BYU ScholarsArchive. It has been accepted for inclusion
in The Bridge by an authorized editor of BYU ScholarsArchive. For more information, please contact
scholarsarchive@byu.edu, ellen_amatangelo@byu.edu.

Enok Mortensen and Askov
by HANS HENNINGSEN
The connection between Enok Mortensen and Askov
Folk High School in Denmark came about accidentally, as it
were, in the middle of the 1950s. The background was that
rector Knud Hansen made some critical remarks, in an interview, about the United States and American foreign policy.
This caused a great to-do in the press, so much so that the
American ambassador decided to visit Askov Folk High
School to judge for himself whether it were possible that
Askov had "gone communist." Shortly thereafter Knud
Hansen received an official invitation to spend three months
in the United States. The visit, which took place in the fall of
1955, began in Tyler, Minnesota , where Knud Hansen met
Enok Mortensen and stayed with him for a week.
The following winter (1956), Enok and Nanna Mortensen
arrived at Askov on November 1, the beginning of winter
term . That year's annual report, written by Knud Hansen's
wife, Ellen Gr0nlund, shows how quickly and easily the
Mortensen's fit in with their new colleagues and in their new
surroundings:
Pastor Enok Mortensen and his wife from
Tyler, Minnesota in the United States arrived
in November and stayed the whole winter.
They also visited often in the course of the
summer before returning to the United States
in August. Enok Mortensen was employed almost full-time as a teacher here, giving a number of lectures on the United States, one special
seminar "scerhold," and English classes. Mrs.
Nanna Mortensen did substitute teaching . The
Mortensens performed a valuable service, and
as well as being conscientious teachers, their
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particpation in all aspects of school life gave
great pleasure to both students and teachers.
We miss them.
Reading some of Enok Mortensen' s contributions to
Askov Folk High School's journal, Dansk Udsyn, gives an
idea of the subjects he discussed with students and lectured
on during the winter of 1956/57. "What is the typical
American like?" is the title of one of these articles. It was
Mortensen's primary intention to address certain common
prejudices about Americans-that
they are materialistic or
superficial, for example. When confronted with this he
described the profound and genuine intellectual and religious
impulses in American culture, the authentic, deep-rooted
nature of American democracy and America's healthy
optimism and belief in the future.
Ten years later, during Knud Hansen's last year as rector,
it was agreed that Nanna and Enok Mortensen should return
to Askov and remain, as before, for the entire winter term.
That visit, however, turned into a two-year stay that lasted
until June, 1969.
But during those ten years much had changed both in
Denmark and in the world. It had not become easier for
Americans to get along with Danes, whose former scepticism
towards the American way of life had now been
transformed,
quite often, into plain intolerance and
unwillingness to accept that there might be anything good at
all about the United States. This distressed Enok Mortensen,
although he concealed it as best he could. For the situtation
was also a kind of challenge and he could not resist taking it
up-though
it must have been like talking to a wall during
the years when intransigence increased among large groups
of youth and many of their teachers, from whom some
defense of the importance of the dialogue itself might have
been expected, in spite of their justifiable objections to
American politics-objections
which in any case were also
present in the America Enok Mortensen acknowledged as his
own.
Enok Mortensen was one of the speakers at Askov Folk
High School's large autumn gathering in 1968. His lecture,
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"Between Two Worlds," (published in Askov H0jskole
Arsskrift 1969) used the concrete historical background of the
immigrants to describe being torn between two cultures and
two national affiliations. It was also a very personal speech
addressing a particular situation: perhaps we only recognize
how American we have become when we are "home" in
Denmark. There comes a day when we no longer say "them"
about Americans, but "us." Then one has accepted realities,
every success and every failure, in spite of Vietnam, crime
and racial unrest. There are plenty of failures and problems:
"We are better, and more painfully aware of this than the
demonstrators in front of embassies and around the world.
And no one has demanded more than we did ourselves that
the spotlight be focused on these problems." The talk ended
with a declaration of faith "in the people and the country
that attracted us and received us with dreams and visions of
a new and better world."
No one knew better than Enok Mortensen that although
immigrants can never return to the land of their birth, they
can also never free themselves from it. But that was not his
desire-on the contrary! And yet, he and Nanna grew more
and more attached to Denmark during these years, although
they knew the day of departure would come. In the meantime, they decided to take things as they came and remain
another winter. It was a time of unrest at the Folk High
School as well, but having the Mortensens as colleagues lent
security. Enok Mortensen' s presence on a daily basis, his
serenity, and his ability to evaluate situations clearly and
rationally were cheering and stabilizing moments during a
difficult time.
In the beginning of 1969, the pastor of the voluntary
congregation 1 in Askov, Helge Skov, sought and was offered
the post of parish minister in Skodborg, six kilometers south
of Askov, just on the other side of the "Kongeaa," which was
the boundary between Denmark and Germany between 1864
and 1920. This meant that the position in Askov was open.
But there was a shortage of clergy in Denmark at the time,
and the salary a congregation of Askov' s size could offer was
hardly attractive. Many meetings were held to discuss the
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issue and the future of the congregation as well. At last it was
decided to offer Enok Mortensen the position. It was obvious
that this was only a temporary solution, but still it would be
satisfactory to all concerned. Enok and Nanna Mortensen
could fulfill their decision to return to the United States, but
with a short delay, and the congregation hoped that by then
its problems would be solved.
Enok Mortensen could always be counted on to assume
the duties of acting pastor for a service or two. However, he
would not tie himself to a longer commitment, for there was
work waiting in America. The return trip had been set for
June, and it took place as scheduled.
But one Sunday in August following the service, the
congregation's
governing board received the following
succinct telegram: "We are coming, letter follows. Enok."
The Mortensens had changed their minds, most likely
because unexpected complications had arisen in the work
Enck Mortensen had dreamed of commencing upon his
return to the United States-so rather a couple of good years
as pastor in Askov.
At the beginning of October, Enck and Nanna Mortensen were back in Askov again, ready to make their entry into
the parsonage. In previous years they had been lodged in
various dwellings-the
school's smaller houses, for example,
or in guest apartments, but now they needed furniture for
the many rooms in the congregation's large parsonage. The
solution was found by friends and acquaintances,
who
shared what they could spare in their homes-a
little here, a
little there. Nanna Mortensen's flair for furnishing a home
shaped out of all this the best possible setting for the unique
hospitality that was to develop during the next years.
The solemn installation as pastor followed. It was carried
out by the dean of the Malt deanery, Sv. E. Pr<Estholm,
F0vling, who read His Majesty the King's royal assent and
the deed of institution from the Bishop of Ribe diocese, H.
Dons Christensen, who himself had been pastor in Askov
until 1954. The reason for these official formalities was that
Askov was a voluntary
congregation.
However,
the
economic burdens of choosing to be a voluntary congrega-58-

tion were beginning to be felt all over Denmark. In Askov,
too, the number of parishioners had slowly become too
small to bear the rising costs, and many believed that the
system of voluntary congregations had outlived itself,
especially because the regular congregations of the Danish
State Church had obtained, little by little, so much influence
in the election of the pastor that the difference between a
regular congregation and a voluntary congregation was no
longer of much importance.
The installation as pastor in Askov was the beginning of
a new chapter for Enok and Nanna Mortensen. Their
contacts had expanded beyond the folk high school to
include both the town and the district. Of course, these
contacts were not entirely new. Enok Mortensen had
preached in the parish many times and was already
acquainted with many people in church and town, thanks to
his gracious and charming nature, which won him friends
and acquaintances everywhere.
Was that the American side of Enok Mortensen? Or was
it the Danish side of him? More likely a very special
combination of the two. It soon became apparent in Askov
that the new pastor and his wife were fortunate in adapting
some of the best characteristics of American church customs
to a Danish environment, without it ever seeming exotic.
During that first winter all the members of the congregation were invited to the parsonage. After services the doors
were always open, and the Mortensens were tireless in visiting with people in their homes. Also, it was a part of the
tradition at Askov that the pastor teach more than just a few
classes at the Folk High School. Enok Mortensen took that
on as well and began to teach religion along with his other
duties.
Enok and Nanna Mortensen were quickly accepted and
liked by their entire congregation. They enjoyed the reputation of being natural and direct, as we said here, probably
because in those days, when people were more conscious of
their place and status in society, such characteristics were
rare enough among the clergy. A similar judgment was
passed on Mortensen's sermons. He was easy to understand
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because his manner was straightforward and untheological,
although the preaching was never less valuable for that.
The life of the congregation was all-important for Enok
Mortensen, and in that he was like the old Grundtvigians.
Even here, however, there were differences between Danish
and American ways. At clerical conferences and on similar
occasions, Mortensen often seemed to be thinking to himself
that the Danish pastors were terribly theoretical and
philosophical and that they barely had their feet on the
ground. It even happened that he made a remark to that
effect.
It was a busy time for the congregation at Askov. For a
while Mortensen had to take over in the parish churches in
Malt and Folding, where there were confirmation classes to
care for as well. But since no one had expected anything
other than a temporary arrangement, it was not a surprise
when, after a little less than two years, Enok and Nanna
Mortensen declared themselves ready to return to the United
States, having been away from children, family and friends
long enough. At the beginning of the summer, 1971, they
departed, after having said heartfelt farewells to friends and
the congregation in Askov. What was to become of it now?
The debate continued for quite a while. One
extraordinary general assembly followed the next, until at
last the decision was made to dissolve the voluntary
congregation . There was a new pastor in Malt parish, which
included Askov, but the parsonage in Malt was in bad need
of restoration, while the one in Askov was in relatively good
repair. Finally the understanding was reached that the
church in Askov would become the district church for Malt
parish (which in this manner obtained a second church), and
that the Askov parsonage would be turned over to the
Danish State Church as a residence for the new parish
pastor.
Obviously there was some oppposition to this solution,
but the voluntary congregation at Askov had owed its
existence more to the wish to have a church nearby than to
any doctrine of full independence from the Danish State
Church. As it turned out, the new arrangement was quickly
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accepted. In 1986 Askov became a regular parish of its own,
with its own parish minister. This was the ideal completion
of a process in which Enok and Nanna Mortensen had
played an important part at a decisive moment.
Only two years were to pass before the Mortensens
returned once more to Askov. They arrived at the beginning
of 1973 for winter term and stayed for the entire winter, a
pattern that repeated itself during the winter of 1976-77 and
the summers of 1979 and 1981. The last visit was in 1983, but
since Enok Mortensen became seriously ill in the middle of
July, that stay had a sad and abrupt end.

If one counts the number of visits Enok and Nanna
Mortensen made, the total is eight, of which two visits were
very long and none under three months. From 1956, the total
amount of time is six years and three months-almost
a
quarter of the 26 years, between 1956 and 1983, were spent
in Askov. It is no surprise that the Enok Mortensen memory
lives on in many minds here. This is especially true when one
remembers festivities and good times. Enok Mortensen
always had a festive way about him, no matter where he
went, and every gathering developed its own, unique
character when he was present to put his special stamp on
it - from the unforgettable New Year's Eve parties to the
garden parties which had been introduced as a part of the
American cultural influence and eventually became quite
common.
There can be no doubt that the two years as parish pastor
tied Enok and Nanna Mortensen much more closely to
Askov. It was their wish to return time after time, and many
visited them in America. We felt as though they belonged
here, and that feeling was undoubtedly mutual. Many of
their friends and acquaintances were also attracted to
Askov. During some of the summers in the 70s the American
ministers at the school, who almost formed a little colony,
seemed to renew the original, close bond between Askov
Folk High School and the Danish congregations in the United
States.
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Thanks to Enok Mortensen's efforts, new, enduring links
have been forged. In the best possible way, he represented
America at Askov and Askov in the United States.
Translated by Ann Marie Rasmussen

Translator's Note: The Danish State Church, "Den Danske Folkekirke,"
whose members make up about 90 percent of the church-going population in Denmark, is divided into dioceses, deaneries, (one district of a
diocese), and regular parishes with their congregations, "sognemenighed." The Church itself, rather than the parishioners, elects
pastors, and the State pays their salary. It is possible for a group of
members of the State Church to form a voluntary congregation, "valgmenighed," with the right to elect its own pastor. However, the voluntary congregaton must then pay the pastor's salary itself as well as the
costs of maintaining the church. This was the case in Askov. An
independent congregation, "frimenighed," on the other hand, is not
affiliated in any way with the Danish State Church.
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